WATER      UNDER      THE      BRIDGES
In many ways, in spite of autocracy, they were, too, the most demo-
cratic people in the world. But the whole system was top-heavy.
There was scarcely any middle class—a Russian was either a great
nobleman or a humble peasant. And there were very few of the
former and millions and millions of the latter.
The size of some of the properties was fantastic and unbelievable,
Up to the eighteen-sixties, the middle of the Victorian era, the mass of
the Russians were still serfs, i.e. the complete property of their owners.
When emancipation was introduced by Alexander II, the noblemen,
were compensated for the loss of dependants, who were the absolute
property of their masters, could be sold as soldiers or to other masters,
and could not leave a village without the authority of the Prince. The
largest of all the landed proprietors in respect of population was the
head of the Sheremetieff family. He had to be compensated for the
loss of between two and three million souls. That is scarcely eighty
years ago. Is it to be wondered that the Russians in the mass were
politically undeveloped and educationally illiterate right up to 1917?
Bolshevism has been terribly cruel, but it was an experience which
centuries of despotism made inevitable in a people so backward as the
Slav. Russia has got to work out her own salvation in conformity
with the character, temperament, and history of the Slav nations.
She has a long furrow to plough yet, and no one wishes her more good
than I do. I never liked either Bolshevism or Nazism, though I could
see good points in both. But of the two I infinitely preferred Bol-
shevism. Though it might seek to propagate its ideology abroad, it
did not lay claim to racial superiority or look to aggression to achieve
its purposes. But it is absurd to try to graft Slav systems and methods
and ideologies on to other democracies, which are the outcome of
other centuries of quite different character, temperament, and history.
One can learn from others and adapt, but where the basis and develop-
ment are quite different, as they are in Britain, it would be as foolish as
it would be humiliating for a people whose Magna Charta goes back
to the thirteenth century to accept the teachings of Marx or of Lenin
as suitable, en lloc, for British consumption.
45

